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Chancellor’s Community Forum
5 Year Plan

November 19, 2008
Smothers ES

6:30 pm – 8:00 pm
Richard Nyankori and Eric Lerum

The notes below reflect our effort to summarize the comments, questions and concerns
expressed at each meeting. They are not recorded verbatim and should not be
considered direct quotations.

Overview: Our room had a very productive conversation about the document that 
raised many helpful questions and concerns. In particular, we discussed special 
education services, parent engagement, making central office more effective, improving 
partnerships, and helping DCPS attract students. Specific suggestions included 
producing parent handbooks about topics like special education, improving information 
available about new programs (specialized schools) and services (language access 
line), and offering reading remediation tools to high school teachers. The stakeholders 
present included parents, teachers, community members, representatives from partner 
organizations, and a principal.

Keywords: 

Presenter/ Moderator: Kaya Henderson, Deputy Chancellor
Michelle Rhee, Chancellor

Codes
MR = Michelle Rhee, Chancellor
KH=Kaya Henderson, Deputy Chancellor
RJN-Richard Nyankori, Deputy Chancellor for Special Education
EL-Eric Lerum, Chief of Staff, Deputy Mayor of Education
CM = Community Member

Notes:

MR: Begins conversation in room, outlines purpose of meeting and goals for feedback 
from the room.  Also tells people how to access documents online.

CM: The full service model serving as a special education reform model confuses 
general education teachers and the community as to what special education is really 
about.  

MR:  We need to have excellent general education to have excellent special 
education.  We now have added additional services like a social worker, psychologist 
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etc. at schools because some students need those services but do not need special 
education services.  I want to ensure that special education services go to those 
students who really need them.  

CM: I am concerned about safety and security for students, especially immigrant 
students.  I heard about incident where a student was beaten up but the student did not 
want to report because of fear of repercussions outside of school.

MR:  We try to be responsive to concerns of immigrant parents.  In Capital Gains
program there was hesitation from parents about giving social security numbers for 
bank accounts.  It is important for the Chancellor’s office to have more outreach to 
community to be in touch on these issues.  We have installed additional cameras and 
placed more officers to address some of this.  We do rely on student self-reports for the 
incidents that occur. Incidents can be reported indirectly if needed.

CM: Kaya Henderson talked about proliferation of education plans and this may stem 
from lack of recognition of problems and lack of data-driven decision making.  
Because data systems not in place yet, how is DCPS doing 1 year and 5 year plan?

MR:  When I arrived there was an existing document that had a lot of community input 
and was a quality document.  I wanted to ensure some continuity so we kept it and not 
shift directions yet again.  When I entered, there were 30 disparate data systems with 
very low quality data.  We did not have exact figure of number of special education 
students when first came in.  We must provide to city measures and benchmarks of 
success for next three years with clear numerical goals.  

CM:  What do supportive and performance driven culture for teachers look like?

MR: We have many high quality teachers who are doing great work who haven’t 
recognized and rewarded accurately.  I want to orient system around performance and 
reward teachers who are doing well and share practices.  Also we need to be giving 
people tools and strategies in order to improve if they are not currently able to.  We 
need to provide roadmap and resources.

CM: Results is part of it and so is behavior in the work place.  Is the exclusive focus on 
data problematic?

MR:  It is not possible to only use DC CAS scores because many of our teachers are 
not in tested grades and tested subjects.  Evaluation of teachers should largely be 
based on student achievement, but multiple ways to measure.  Also evaluations can
be based on classroom performance—do we see good practices?  Even with 3 year 
olds there are ways to track progress.  We want to engage teachers more and have 
them feel ownership in the process.
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RJN:  Is there any feedback on the plan itself?  Are there any questions that people 
have and want to ask?

CM:  I am happy that special education is being addressed because it is a large 
amount of the DCPS spending.  How much impact will the special education reforms
have on spending in 3-5 years?

RJN:  There are many ways to look at per pupil funding.  We spend $150 million in 
private tuition in placements in DC and outside of city.  The justification is that we don’t 
have the resources and they are placed there by judges or hearings.  We have one of 
most segregated special education systems in country and that has increased the 
cost.  We also transport the children and one can see all the special education school 
buses each day.  Transport costs $17,000 per child per year.  Each bus route costs 
about $100,000.  Some routes only transport 1-2 kids.  What I would be happy with is 
using special education funds correctly.  It is about related services as well as 
academic and behavior interventions.  We have used it incorrectly and I would like to 
see much more integration and more children back in neighborhood schools.  There are 
47 kids who want to come back.  We want to provide the right types of services in a 
methodic way.  We must also change attitudes about what disability actually is.

CM: As a special education teacher, I spend about half of my time on paperwork.  I 
have 37 students and spend a lot of time teaching and that is where emphasis is.  There 
is not enough focus on the actual services that I am actually providing.  

RJN:  Some of this has been result of IDEA.  There have been some attempts to reduce 
paperwork.  There is a large problem with over-evaluation here, which leads to over-
identification.  We also have 4 major court settlements—3 federal and 1 local.  This is 
also driving some of the push from downtown.  When students don’t receive what they 
are supposed to, then we receive 20 due process complaints a day.  The dynamic is 
then driven by litigation and not educational benefit.

CM:  I spend a lot of time dealing with bureaucracy.  I realize that not everything is 
under Chancellor, but to requisition something is very challenging process. Montgomery 
County has a much better process.  Simple things like that have to be fixed.  We had to 
go to the Chancellor’s office last week to get fax machines.  We cannot get locks fixed, 
and it is a huge waste of time.  We need to make things easier within schools so that we 
can stop worrying about operational needs and can focus on educational needs.

CM:  There is not a lot of parent involvement and not that many parents here tonight.  
What are we doing to increase parental involvement, especially with regards to 
immigrant parents?  Not everyone is going to go on website.

RJN:  There are different types of parent engagement—some methods are formal like 
PTAs and school events, but most of the time for most parents if their child is learning 
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appropriately and happy, their expectations are met.  Some parents want to be more 
involved.  We work along a continuum.  We will work on formal mechanisms—PTAs, 
parent resource centers, parent rooms, but this is not enough.  There are many new
immigrants in our community and we must reach out to them and also achieve good 
word of mouth through referrals.

CM:  We must also improve the experience for parents at schools, where most parents 
interact by providing a welcoming atmosphere, principal, teachers, etc.

CM: Woodson has not had good parent involvement, but the principal sends weekly 
automated phone calls and text messages.  When the school held a “Meet the Principal”
event, 25 parents showed up.  Last week they had a dinner and a lot of people came.  It 
is a start and the principal is trying to build off of that.  Most often interaction with 
parents come from negative issues and we are trying to change that.

CM:  A lot of parents now are working parents.  Parents do not have time to do that or 
have time to meet just to meet.  Woodson has College Access Expo program, which 
has good resources and is useful for parents.  It is a mistake to assume parents are not 
involved just because they don’t come to meetings.  

CM:  Charter schools are attracting more and more kids.  They are good at marketing 
schools when people come to visit.  DCPS principals have not received suggestions or 
assistance on how to attract people to the school—they are on their own.  We should 
start working with principals to share best practices on community outreach.

CM:  The challenge for immigrant community is that many parents do not read and 
write.  What is available for parents to get involved?  The only way to succeed is to have 
parents, teachers, and community work together.

RJN:  Are there any suggestions on this?

CM: I work with a school where 60% of school is Spanish-speaking but the principal is 
not bilingual.  Language services, access, and translation is very important in reaching 
parents.  DCPS also has to listen to what parents need.  

CM:  I got information about language access line today and have students who speak 
a large number of other languages.  The best way to reach parents is a phone call 
home and having access to language line is important.  I did not know that still had this 
resource until today and we need to get the information out.  

CM:  It is important to take advantage of community partnerships including embassies 
and other organizations who are interested in giving back.  
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CM:  What are the additional hub structures for community partners?  I have
worked successfully with Chancellor’s staff with the Office of Out-of-School Time, but 
some organizations have had trouble when they offering to help.

RJN:  A hub is a subject or specialty.  When we came there were many partnerships all 
over schools and it was not organized.  We have a single point of contact now and 
appropriately vet partnerships to ensure these are high quality programs that meet 
needs of schools.  Shereen Williams, Director of Community Partnerships, addresses 
these needs and works directly with external organizations.

CM:  A lot of schools don’t look like schools and in many places it is hard to find the 
entrance.  Can we get improved signage?  

CM:  For the curriculum, the plan calls for college-preparatory and also creating basic 
skills at younger levels.  What do you do to get younger students in the mindset that you 
have to go to college?  Many people believe that it is not that important.  We must 
convince kids that when you graduate high school that is not the end.

CM:  Woodson had 18 different groups that came together to work with kids.  We also 
must ensure that when kids get to college, they are prepared.  They must exit from high 
school ready for collegiate level courses.  It’s bad to say they need to go to college but 
not make sure that they are prepared.  

RJN:  This starts with early childhood education and opportunity to learn.  By the time 
students reach 3rd grade, they regress in our system.  We have to make college look 
like the next logical step.  Everyone needs to be ready for college, but may choose to do 
something else like national service.  Best way to do that is to provide with solid 
education from K-12.  

CM:  There has not been actually sufficient progress on the basics.  How will this be 
implemented and measured?  Who is responsible for this?  Where does this break 
down?

RJN:  We will know that basics are met when it is unusual to have trouble getting 
something .  Procurement is a very cumbersome process.  From hiring to buying there 
is a very challenging process to go through.  

CM:  There must be a strategy to get basics right and we need to map out how to get to 
that point.  Decide on a standard and then develop a strategy for getting to it.

RJN:  We must have a layered approach and not stop teaching because the school
doesn’t have a fax machine.  Schools need to do what they do best—teach.  The central 
office needs to provide the support to do the other things.  Other school systems have 
done this correctly.  
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CM:  A lot has gone into elementary and middle schools.  What about high schools in 
next 5 years who aren’t benefiting from these reforms and are so far behind, what is 
being done to support them?.  We aren’t providing remedial services that students 
need.

RJN:  What do you think is needed to support those students?

CM:  What is needed is are accurate assessments of students’ reading skills in 9th

grade—things like READ 180, scheduling time for remediation, be realistic and improve 
their fundamental skills.  

CM:  Aging out of the system and social promotion and is a big problem in terms of 
college readiness.  Having partnerships with UDC can be helpful to have K-16 
framework.  Credit recovery program is very important, but also must focus on skills and 
preparation.  

CM:  I would like DCPS to get better at putting things in writing.  I would like to see 
parent handbooks around security and special education.  Even if parents won’t pick 
up the book, organizations can do so to pass on to hard to reach parents.  It would be 
helpful to have information about new programs that are being put in place.


